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From 2016 to the present, staff of the Alabama Humanities Foundation (AHF) have been responsible for 
creation of MAKING ALABAMA: A BICENTENNIAL TRAVELING EXHIBIT and all logistics associated with the 
exhibit’s tour to one venue in each of the state’s 67 counties.  When we include venues like the Alabama 
State Capitol, Alabama Public Television headquarters, and the Alabama National Fair in Montgomery, we 
look at a total of 69 installations within 22 months in commemoration of 200 years of statehood.   

 

When AHF’s Board of Directors voted in 2015 to undertake this major project on behalf of the people of 
Alabama and the state legislature’s Alabama Bicentennial Initiative, they believed that the project would 
both serve and be well-served by AHF’s mission – to foster learning, understanding, and appreciation of 
Alabama’s peoples, communities, and cultures.    

  



 

AHF’s aims in undertaking the project, then, were to engage the organization in an unprecedented 
statewide effort – a project to physically take place in every one of Alabama’s 67 counties in collaboration 
with local communities – and to spread a message about the humanities’ usefulness in everyday life to 
people across Alabama.  Bringing the humanities and AHF program resources to bear on this major 
initiative struck leadership as a unique opportunity to reach new audiences and cultivate relationships to 
benefit AHF and the state alike as Alabamians embark on another century of statehood.   

AHF also sought to strengthen its relationships with the Alabama legislature and state government 
agencies. Having received little to no funding through appropriations in the state budget for some time, the 
Bicentennial exhibit project offered AHF a highly-visible project throughout which to serve the state and 
make both elected and appointed officials aware of the organization’s resources and potential to continue 
contributing to the health of the state beyond the Bicentennial. 

 

 

 

Another aim of the project was to build capacity in local communities by 
applying lessons from the Smithsonian’s Museum on Main Street (MoMS) 
program, which AHF has coordinated for over 25 years in Alabama, to 
Alabama’s Bicentennial.  In the ways that it has inspired cultural innovation 
and cooperation in small towns across Alabama, the MoMS model seemed a 
recipe for success and a pathway to sustainability for the Bicentennial 
exhibit project.   

  



 

Following the MoMS model, hosts responsible for MAKING ALABAMA’s visit to their counties receive 
encouragement, suggestions, and training from AHF, which leads them to take ownership of the project.  
That sense of ownership is expressed when hosts: 

• Attend regional training workshops coordinated and led by AHF staff members;  
• Coordinate complementary programming and exhibits;  
• Write grant proposals to fund ancillary activities and/or buses for field trips across a county; 
• Train others in how to prepare for the exhibit’s arrival, tenure, and departure from their county; 
• Plan for, greet, unload from the truck, unpack, assemble, promote, monitor, maintain, and serve as 

docents for the exhibit;  
• Organize school, church, club and other groups’ visits, often including transportation; 
• Dissemble, pack, and load the exhibit onto a truck bound for the next county/venue.  

In each exhibit venue, local persons step up and make use of – or develop new skills for making – 
connections between individuals and organizations to aid Bicentennial commemorations envisioned by 
their communities.  Collectively, traveling exhibit hosts comprise a statewide MAKING ALABAMA network 
that AHF aims to see inspire and support one another beyond the life of the state’s three-year Bicentennial 
initiative.   

  



 

To date, MAKING ALABAMA has been viewed by over 200,000 Alabama residents and visitors.  With 
promotional support from the Alabama Bicentennial Commission and other partners on a state level and 
from every partner in each of the 67 counties, many more hundreds of thousands of Alabamians have been 
drawn into the MAKING ALABAMA community. 

 

The project’s greatest public impact is gauged by the efforts it has inspired on local levels.  Projects 
designed to complement MAKING ALABAMA’s visits are as varied as the counties in the state.  In many 
communities, intergenerational cooperation is on display as youth assemble and elders serve as docents for 
the exhibit.  Local history exhibits now exist in many communities’ libraries, courthouses, or town clerks’ 
offices; the Bicentennial exhibit visit made occasion for creating them and now they will be on display 
indefinitely.  Other exhibit organizers sponsor children’s art contests, poetry readings, or Bicentennial book 
groups in conjunction with the exhibit’s visit.  And five communities have requested to assume ownership 
of circulating copies of the interactive, tablet-based exhibit in order to build permanent local history 
museums around MAKING ALABAMA. 

  



 

Partnerships with fellow statewide organizations – public agencies, private non-profits, and corporations – 
indicate public impact and were necessary to the development of the exhibit tour and cultivation of host 
committees.  Partnerships include the Alabama Department of Archives and History, Alabama State Council 
on the Arts, Alabama Department of Tourism and Travel, Encyclopedia of Alabama, Alabama Historical 
Commission, and Alabama Public Television.   

Organizations with whom new partnerships were formed include the Alabama League of Municipalities and 
scores of chambers of commerce, libraries, civic groups, historical and genealogical societies, theaters, arts 
councils, and regional tourism offices across Alabama.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

http://www.archives.alabama.gov/
https://tourism.alabama.gov/
https://alalm.org/
https://ahc.alabama.gov/default.aspx
http://www.encyclopediaofalabama.org/


In addition to the traveling exhibit, AHF maintains a BICENTENNIAL SCHOLARS program – a “speakers’ 
bureau” to complement the exhibit tour, though it serves any community. Humanities scholars make 
presentations on topics related specifically to Alabama history and culture. AHF Bicentennial Scholars have 
visited nearly every county.  In addition to elucidating topics found in the MAKING ALABAMA exhibit, the 
scholars represent colleges and universities statewide and their public presentations help raise Alabamians’ 
awareness of AHF’s perennial Road Scholars Speakers Bureau program. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Richard Bailey – Author of Neither Carpetbaggers Nor Scalawags: Black Officeholders During 
Reconstruction of Alabama, 1867 - 1878 (New South, 2010), Dr. Bailey is a lecturer on Alabama history, 
southern history, and contemporary issues. 

Jonathan Bass – Author of Blessed are the Peacemakers: Martin Luther King, Jr., Eight white religious 
leaders and the "Letter from Birmingham Jail (Louisiana State University, 2001), which was nominated for 
the Pulitzer Prize, Dr. Bass lectures on Recent America and the South, Civil Rights, and Legal History. 

Steven Brown – Author of John McKinley and the Antebellum Supreme Court: Circuit Riding in the Old 
Southwest (University of Alabama Press, 2012), Dr. Brown also curated the traveling exhibit, ALABAMA 
JUSTICE: CASES AND FACES THAT CHANGED A NATION with the Alabama Bicentennial Commission. 

Mike Bunn – Author of Early Alabama: An Illustrated Guide to the Formative Years, 1798-1826 (University 
of Alabama Press, 2019) and other books, Bunn ‘s presentation, “Alabama: From Territory to State,” is a 
fast-moving and richly illustrated introduction to Alabama’s tumultuous founding era. 

Valerie Pope Burnes – Author of Visions of the Black Belt: A Cultural Survey of the Heart of Alabama 
(University of Alabama Press, 2015), Dr. Burnes introduces audiences to the Black Belt region of Alabama, 
its towns, architecture, and panoply of farmers, craftspeople, cooks, writers, and musicians. 

Bertis English – Editor-in-Chief of the International Journal of Africana Studies, Dr. English provides 
audiences perspectives on Alabama history and its Bicentennial from the point of view of a scholar of 
American political and social history.   

Frances Osborn Robb – Author of Shot in Alabama: A History of Photography 1839-1941 and a List of 
Photographers (University of Alabama Press, 2017), Robb is known widely for her expertise in photograph 
identification and contextualization, which she offers audiences during lively presentation and discussion 
programs to which attendees are encouraged to bring their oldest family photographs.  



MAKING ALABAMA – fabrication of six physical, circulating copies of the exhibit, their design, and the 
design and printing of ancillary materials accompanying exhibits to each location – was funded, exclusive of 
AHF staff time, by the Alabama State Legislature through an appropriation made to the Alabama Council on 
Higher Education and assigned to AHF.  AHF was thus charged with fiscal and administrative management 
of the state’s official Bicentennial exhibit.  A cost breakdown looks like this: 

• Alabama exhibit design firm and Alabama fabricators – $500,000+ 
• Tabloid-style newsprint exhibit guides and their distribution – $300,000+ 
• Community grants to exhibit host committees/venues -- $67,000 
• Localized rack cards for promotion in each county – $10,000 
• Localized pull-up banners for use in local venues – $15,000 
• Web site; promotional events/TV/radio/print spots – $35,000 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Additional support for the project comes from AAA Cooper Transportation, an Alabama-based freight 
company long a partner in AHF’s coordination of the Museum on Main Street program.  Having transported 
MoMS exhibits statewide as a gift to AHF and host communities for over ten years, AAA Cooper committed 
the same services on a much larger scale for the Bicentennial.  The company has donated hundreds of 
thousands of dollars of in-kind labor, truck space and fuel moving MAKING ALABAMA out of three locations 
and to another three locations, on average, every month since April 2017.     

  



MAKING ALABAMA features original artwork depicting Alabama’s history in eight time periods. Interactive 
tablets engage visitors in reading about decisions and turning points that have shaped Alabama.  Designed 
by Tatum Design of Homewood, Alabama, MAKING ALABAMA is designed to communicate that the 
Bicentennial is not about the past; it’s an occasion to inspire thoughts and feelings about Alabama’s future.  
Content partners for the exhibit are the Alabama Department of Archives and History, particularly its digital 
image collection, and the online Encyclopedia of Alabama, to which AHF holds copyright.    

Alabama history’s eight periods of time are described in eight words.  In order, the words are          
WONDER, CONFLICT, FEVER, CONVICTION, POWER, STRUGGLE, CHANGE, and HOPE. 

 

 



 

 

       

  



  



  



  



  



  



 

Brief Program Description: 

MAKING ALABAMA: A BICENTENNIAL TRAVELING EXHIBITION is Alabama Humanities Foundation’s 
contribution to a three-year initiative commemorating two centuries of Alabama statehood.  The project 
spreads a message about the humanities’ usefulness in everyday life to people in every one of the state’s 
67 counties.  Bringing the humanities and Alabama Humanities’ program resources to bear on a major 
statewide commemoration reaches new audiences, cultivates relationships, and encourages Alabamians to 
embark on a new century of statehood with questions about how we got to where we are today and how 
to see one another with hope for the future. 

https://www.makingalabama.org/ 

  

https://www.makingalabama.org/
https://www.makingalabama.org/the-exhibit/overview/


 

https://www.facebook.com/makingalabama/  

https://www.facebook.com/makingalabama/
https://www.facebook.com/makingalabama/
https://www.thisisalabama.org/2018/02/19/making-alabama-bicentennial-traveling-exhibit-will-tell-states-story-every-county/
https://alabamanewscenter.com/2018/03/02/ahf-exhibition-making-alabama/


 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

HUMANITIES Magazine, Spring 2019 

Links to other NEWS about the 
exhibit and hosts/partners 
updated daily and available on the 
exhibit web site: 

https://www.makingalabama.org/
category/inthenews/ 

https://www.neh.gov/article/alabama-celebrates-its-bicentennial
https://www.neh.gov/article/alabama-celebrates-its-bicentennial
https://www.makingalabama.org/category/inthenews/
https://www.makingalabama.org/category/inthenews/
https://www.makingalabama.org/category/inthenews/

